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It is one of the great ‘What-if?’
questions in the history of
biology. What if Gregor Mendel
and Charles Darwin had met?
What might have been the
outcome for nineteenth century
biology if both had grasped the
significance of each other’s work?
The evidence suggests that they
did not meet and Darwin
remained ignorant of Mendel’s
work but their paths almost
crossed once. Described in the
latest biography of Mendel by
Robin Marantz Henig — A Monk
and Two Peas — Mendel once
ventured to London. In the
summer of 1862 he took an
extended trip abroad that gave
him a taste for travel that lasted
the rest of his life. Along with
other teachers and the
headmaster of the Realschule,
where Mendel taught, he was part
of the official delegation of his
home city of Brno to the first
annual London International
Exhibition, a technological
extravaganza for which the
Realschule had prepared a
display on crystallography.
The exhibition was huge. It
followed ten years after the great
London Exhibition of 1851, which
had been history’s first world fair.
The 1862 exhibition emphasized
technology rather than artistry,
and everything about it was done
on the grandest of scales. The
exhibition hall was the largest
ever built, measuring 1,200 feet
long and 560 feet wide and
covering 16 acres. Nearly ten
thousand individuals applied for
exhibit space, at least seven
times the number even this huge
building could hold.
City officials from Brno saw it
as a rare opportunity. Brno was a
centre for industrial activity with a
vibrant economy. The town
fathers believed the best way to
continue this upward spiral was to
invest in projects with more and
more technical sophistication.
One of their ideas was to build a
new technological museum – and
the London exhibition could show
them, or their emissaries, how to
design such a place.
Few documents from the
excursion remain, but there is a
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Trait secrets: Darwin tells Wallace in 1866 about the possibility of particulate inheritance. (Courtesy of the British Library.)
photograph of the entire Moravian
group, more than 30 strong,
standing in front of the Grand
Hotel in Paris during one of their
stops before crossing the English
Channel. The trip took about
three weeks in all, from 24 July
until the middle of August. With
Mendel just 20 miles from Darwin
in Down, there has been some
speculation about whether
Mendel could have met Darwin
during the visit. But while the
Brno delegation was in town,
Darwin’s twelve-year-old son,
Leonard, was seriously ill with
scarlet fever, and his parents
stayed with him at their house in
Down, receiving no visitors. The
Darwins had by then lost three
children, two in infancy and one,
ten year-old Annie, just the year
before. But Leonard survived and
lived to the great age of ninety
three.
So it seems highly unlikely
Mendel met Darwin. But the
notion that some form of blending
inheritance, that offspring take an
intermediate form midway
between their parents, prevailed
until Mendel’s work was
discovered. Charles Darwin, for
instance, believed in some form
of blending inheritance, though
the idea caused problems for his
theory of natural selection and in
the revisions to his book he tried
to address the problem. The
theory states that when
inheritable changes occur in an
organism – and Darwin never
quite figured out when, or even
how often, those changes
happened – the ones that offered
some selective advantage would
persist, leading those variants to
become more and more common
as the generations passed. If
inheritance was a matter of
blending, however, every variant
would effectively be blended out
in just a generation or two.
If Darwin had known about
Mendel’s work, he would have
had a rebuttal to the blending
argument of his critics. Recessive
traits do not get blended away in
Mendel’s scheme; they disappear
in hybrids that also carry the
dominating trait. 
Some have thought it a great
loss to nineteenth-century biology
that Darwin did not know about
Mendel. They say his arguments
about ‘descent with modification’
– Darwin himself never used the
word ‘evolution’ – would have
been more quickly accepted if he
had been able to back them up
with a coherent theory of
inheritance.
My dear Wallace… I do not
think you understand what
I mean by the non-
blending of certain
varieties. It does not refer
to fertility; an instance I
will explain. I crossed the
Painted Lady and Purple
sweetpeas, which are very
differently coloured
varieties, and got, even
out of the same pod, both
varieties perfect but not
intermediate. Something
of this kind I should think
must occur at least with
your butterflies & the three
forms of Lythrum; tho’
those cases are in
appearance so wonderful.
I do not know that they are
really more so than every
female in the world
producing distinct male
and female offspring...
Believe me, yours very
sincerely Ch. Darwin.’
But others believe Mendel and
Darwin were on different
intellectual tracks. “Once Gregor
Mendel is placed back into the
intellectual landscape that he
would himself recognize, it’s clear
that he would always seen The
Origin of Species as a challenge
to his own worldview. For his
part, Darwin was also being
guided by long-since outdated
forms of scientific thought. His
lifelong commitment to theories
of blending heredity would always
have precluded his taking
Mendel’s results seriously.
Seldom can two important
scientific thinkers have written at
such hopelessly crossed
purposes,” says science historian
John Waller in a recent book,
Fabulous Science.
But a recently discovered letter
suggests that Darwin may have
been thinking about other
possibilities than blending
inheritance. The letter, in a
volume of correspondence
between Darwin and Alfred
Russel Wallace held at the British
Library in London, was spotted by
Seymour J. Garte of New York
University.
He sent a copy to Richard
Dawkins at the University of
Oxford who has now included it in
an introduction to a new edition
of  Darwin’s Descent of Man.
‘My dear Wallace… I do not
think you understand what I mean
by the non-blending of certain
varieties. It does not refer to
fertility; an instance I will explain.
I crossed the Painted Lady and
Purple sweetpeas, which are very
differently coloured varieties, and
got, even out of the same pod,
both varieties perfect but not
intermediate. Something of this
kind I should think must occur at
least with your butterflies & the
three forms of Lythrum; tho’ those
cases are in appearance so
wonderful. I do not know that they
are really more so than every
female in the world producing
distinct male and female
offspring... Believe me, yours very
sincerely Ch. Darwin.’
Dawkins believes the letter
shows the depth of thinking by
Darwin in the face of the
problems of blending inheritance
that adds to Darwin’s legacy. But
in the new introduction, he
believes one Darwin/Mendel story
is unfounded. It has been
reported that uncut pages from
the Brno Natural History Society
containing Mendel’s paper
‘Versuche Über Pflanzen-
Hybriden’ sent by Mendel,
remained on Darwin’s shelves.
Dawkins asked the two best
people to know about such a
possibility at Cambridge and at
Down, but they knew of no
evidence of such a thing.
“Unfortunately this poignant story
seems to be an urban myth,” says
Dawkins.
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